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Presidential re-election fever, which has spread across most of Latin America in recent years, is now
siphoning attention in Brazil's political circles. However, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso
faces stiff opposition in Congress for the required constitutional change to allow him to run again
as well as for other legislation that he urgently needs. Meanwhile, election violence has erupted in
several Brazilian states in anticipation of the Oct. 3 municipal elections, underlining the ongoing
social problems in the country. Although Cardoso's popularity remains high, he has so far been
unable to obtain the constitutional changes and reforms that he has requested to shore up his
economic programs.
In July, Cardoso admitted that he was exhausted from efforts to pass the reforms. Those efforts are
now basically on hold until after the municipal elections. At that time, aides say administration
strategy may move from trying to change the Constitution to passing ordinary laws, which would
require less support in Congress. Constitutional reforms require three-fifths majorities in both
houses. Earlier this year, Cardoso suffered a stinging defeat when provisions of a reform of the
country's pension system were voted down in the lower house after members of parties supposedly
allied with the government rebelled. The government eventually managed to get the provisions
through the lower house, but progress on the reforms remains slow. The administration insists that
the reforms are essential to the long-term success of the government's Plan Real, which has slashed
Brazil's once stratospheric inflation to a forecasted 15% this year (see NotiSur , 09/08/94, 09/29/94,
and 10/27/94).
Cardoso's problems in Congress became more acute with the loss of support of the Partido
Trabalhista Brasileiro (PTB). The party withdrew its backing of Cardoso in early August because of
conflicts over budget distribution. The PTB is the smallest of three parties that joined the coalition
that supported Cardoso in the elections, along with the president's Partido da Social Democracia
Brasileira (PSDB) and the powerful Partido da Frente Liberal (PFL). Two PTB members are in
Cardoso's cabinet: Agriculture Minister Arlindo Parto and Labor Minister Paulo Paiva. While the
PTB has only 29 of the 513 members in the Chamber of Deputies and five of a total of 81 senators,
its support is crucial to the government's delicate, multiparty web of support in Congress. "We are
going to obstruct the government because none of our representatives is satisfied with the treatment
we've been given," said Paulo Cordeiro, one of the party's leaders in the lower house.
The PTB was also considering resigning its two ministerial positions to protest what it considers
the preferential treatment of Cardoso's PSDB in the distribution of budget funds. The government,
which has denied any favoritism of the PSDB, immediately attempted to woo its ally back into the
fold. "The government will seek to reverse the situation and hopes it will still have the support of the
PTB when it comes to these crucial votes," said a PSDB leader in Congress. Meanwhile, the nation's
significant social problems continue to trouble the administration. Pre-election violence erupted in
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several states in mid-September, when at least 15 people were killed in the state of Alagoas. While
several states asked for help from the military in maintaining order, tensions were especially high
in Para, scene of violent clashes between landless campesinos and the military earlier this year (see
NotiSur, 04/26/96).
Cardoso has come under strong criticism for what his critics charge is insufficient investment in
social programs, especially surrounding land reform. Following the massacre of 19 campesinos by
the military in Para in April, the president appointed a cabinet-level agrarian reform minister and
pledged to renew his efforts to ease social problems. However, Cardoso was dealt a serious blow
when Herbert Viana de Souza, head of the semi-official Community Solidarity Program, resigned.
De Souza, an internationally respected sociologist, bitterly complained of "a complete absence of
social policies," by the administration. "Fernando Henrique got elected holding up a hand with five
'social' fingers. But the truth is that misery continues and increases, and no action has been taken
to eradicate it," de Souza said. "There's money for financial and macroeconomic priorities but no
resources for social priorities."
Brazil's gap between rich and poor is one of the most startling in the world. According to Finance
Ministry figures, the bottom 50% of the population received just 11.6% of national income in 1995
while the top 20% earned 63.3%. An estimated 20 million Brazilians live off a monthly income of
about US$100 and the Catholic Church says another 25,000 live in conditions of slavery, working
in return for food. Unemployment in the Federal District of Brasilia hit 18.1% of the economically
active population (EAP) in July. Fear of job loss remains a top concern for most Brazilians as they
prepare for local elections. In response to the criticism, Cardoso pledged to dramatically increase
investments in health, education and development.
In early August, the president announced 42 proposals aimed at strengthening the economy and
attacking the nation's social maladies, including the generation of 1.5 million jobs. According to the
administration, the goals of the initiatives are to create a favorable climate for domestic and foreign
investment, generate employment, promote sustainable growth, and reduce social and regional
inequalities. The plan, called "Brazil in Action," anticipates more than US$54 million in spending
during the next two years and will require considerable private and foreign investment, since it only
calls for US$10 million from the fiscal budget. Some critics suggested that the proposals were an
effort to improve Cardoso's image in anticipation of the municipal elections, which will be watched
closely as a preview of the next presidential elections.
Although political attention at the moment is on the municipal elections, in high party circles
presidential re- election is generating much activity. Almost since Cardoso took office, his backers
have been laying the groundwork for a re-election bid in 1998, which would require a constitutional
change. Cardoso's supporters will push for debate on the matter following the municipal elections.
However, any move to change the Constitution regarding re-election will meet strong opposition,
particularly from former presidents Jose Sarney (1985-1990) and Itamar Franco (1992-1994). Franco
has already let it be known that he is considering running again, which has increased the distance
between him and Cardoso. Franco left office with an 80% approval rating, thanks in large part to the
success of his economic plan, designed by then finance minister Cardoso.
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Despite Franco's support for Cardoso's candidacy, he has been quite critical of present economic
policies and publicly opposed Cardoso's re- election. After Franco acknowledged his interest in
running again, political leaders from several parties met with him to discuss joining forces to block
any proposed constitutional amendment regarding re-election. Sarney, now president of Congress,
also strongly opposes consecutive re-election. In late August, referring to the Peruvian Congress's
recent constitutional change to allow President Alberto Fujimori to run for a third term, Sarney
said, "Peru is not a good example for Brazil, nor for anyone." Sarney said his party, the Partido
do Movimento Democratico Brasileiro (PMDB), would oppose any move to introduce re-election
legislation this year.
While Cardoso had been reticent to discuss a possible second term, he recently admitted that he
is seriously considering the possibility. Re-election "is not contained in the Constitution, but if the
Constitution is changed, I believe I should have the right to run for re-election," said the president.
Cardoso said four years is too little time to see concrete results from a government's programs and
a change in administration would also break the continuity of programs in progress. He said Brazil
is now a stable country, it enjoys economic growth, and it is a country where the political forces
participate democratically in an atmosphere of governability, all of which support a second term.
Brazil has not allowed presidential re-election since the republic was established in 1889.
In a poll taken by Instituto Vox Populi the first week in September, 57% of the respondents in eight
major cities supported re-election, while 37% opposed it. However, 45% said that they did not
think a change should affect the incumbent, while 38% said it should. A mid-September Datafolha
poll in the Folha de Sao Paulo newspaper found that 62% of people responding in 12 cities were
against presidential re-election. In that poll, 45% opposed re-election of a president in principle
and another 17% thought the incumbent should not benefit from any constitutional amendment
allowing presidential re-election in the future. The Datafolha survey showed that, if presidential
elections were held today, Cardoso would be in a near dead heat with his opponent in the 1994
elections, Luis Inacio "Lula" da Silva, with 23% and 21% of the vote, respectively. Sao Paulo's Mayor
Paulo Maluf followed with 18%. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 05/06/96, 08/07/96; Reuter, 05/06/96,
06/08/96, 08/07/96, 08/08/96, 08/15/96, 09/08/96, 09/15/96; Agence France-Presse, 07/03/96, 08/01/96,
08/28/96, 08/29/96, 09/22/96, 09/26/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/23/96, 08/21/96, 08/28/96,
09/16/96, 09/23/96, 09/24/96, 09/26/96)
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